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The maxim that “beauty is in the eye of the beholder”  has long been cited by those

attempting to dismiss disagreements over what are often called mere differences of taste.

However, a simple examination of the linguistic habits of the human race quickly throws

this proposition into question. When anyone calls a thing beautiful, he expects others to

agree with him just as much as if he had merely stated that the thing was blue. In fact,

were it not for this pattern of thinking, there would be no disagreements for the maxim

under consideration to defuse. Human beings invest a great deal of emotion in their

judgments of beauty, so that they are greatly offended when anyone calls the validity of

these judgments into question, and phrases such as “to each his own” are dispensed

grudgingly and only because there has yet to be a system set forth by which aesthetic

questions can be settled objectively. Many may be unwilling to allow for the possibility

of such a system, but neither does the human race seem willing, on a basic level, to accept

a purely subjective view of beauty in which there is absolutely no expectation of

agreement among different individuals. This is because subjectivist theories of beauty are

simply unable to explain human aesthetic experience and ultimately only a theory that

acknowledges that beauty is not “in the eye of the beholder”  after all can ever provide a

satisfactory explanation of the correctness of aesthetic judgments and the scope of their

validity.

Among the historical thinkers to recognize this was German philosopher

Immanuel Kant. Kant calls that which merely pleases the senses the “agreeable” and says
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that with regard to this sort of judgment ªthe principle Everyone has his own taste (of the

senses) is valid.º1 He then goes on to contrast this with beauty as follows:

With the beautiful it is entirely different. It would be ridiculous if (the
precise converse) someone who prided himself on his taste thought to justify himself
thus: ªThis object (the building we are looking at, the clothing someone is wearing,
the poem that is presented for judging) is beautiful for me.º For he must not call it
beautiful if it pleases merely him. Many things may have charm and agreeableness
for him, no one will be bothered about that; but if he pronounces that something is
beautiful, then he expects the very same satisfaction of others; he judges not merely
for himself, but for everyone, and speaks of beauty as if it were a property of things.
Hence he says that the thing is beautiful, and does not count on the agreement of
others with his judgment of satisfaction because he has frequently found them to be
agreeable with his own, but rather demands it from them. He rebukes them if they
judge otherwise, and denies that they have taste, though he nevertheless requires that
they ought to have it; and to this extent one cannot say, ªEveryone has his special
taste.º This would be as much as to say that there is no taste at all, i.e., no aesthetic
judgment that could make a rightful claim to the assent of everyone.2

Here Kant is precisely on target. He captures perfectly the habits of human beings

when we speak about beauty. In various fictional stories and also true historical accounts

men will do battle over a disagreement as to whether or not a certain woman is beautiful,

and no one finds these accounts the least bit difficult to believe; they line up perfectly

with our common experience of the behavior of those who disagree about judgments of

beauty they deem important.

Even regarding lesser judgments of beauty people often have heated emotional

arguments, and while others may dismiss these as pointless and unresolvable, they are

nevertheless a part of the human experience. Which is more beautiful, the starry sky on a

1

Critique of the Power of Judgment, 5: 212, emphasis in original
2 loc. cit., emphasis in original
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dark clear night, or the lights of a city? A thunderstorm, or a bright sunny afternoon? The

greenery of spring, or the golden leaves of fall? About all of these questions and many

others like them people dispute endlessly, and calling them matters of ªmere tasteº seems

hardly to resolve them, but merely to sweep the dispute under the rug, so to speak, and

mutually consent that it is unlikely that it will ever be resolved. 

These sorts of things present all sorts of problems for subjectivist accounts of

beauty. Such accounts are simply contrary to the intuitive, common sense beliefs we as

humans hold. ªThe judgment of taste,º as Kant says, ªascribes assent to everyone, and

whoever declares that something is beautiful wishes that everyone should approve of the

object in question and similarly declare it to be beautiful.º3 There is, then, a prescriptive

element to judgments of beauty. To call something beautiful is to demand agreement

from others. If others contradict our judgments of beauty and we fail to tell them that they

are wrong, it is not because we actually believe that their opinions are equally valid.

Rather, it is merely a social convention developed to maintain civility because it was

decided that judgments of beauty ought not to be the cause of brawls, as in our earlier

example. Our instinctive words and actions, on the rare occasions when they are

unchecked by social conventions, show that our actual belief is that when a person makes

an erroneous judgment of beauty they may as well have made an erroneous judgment of

color, and one who lacks this faculty Kant calls ªtaste,º the ability to judge beauty, is just

like one who is completely color-blind. This person is unable to sense a property which is

3

ibid. 5: 237
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a very real part of the perceptions of the world common to other human beings.

It is with regard to this that Kant goes wrong. On Kant's account, beauty is not a

part even of the representation (the mind's perceptions of the world), much less the ªthing

in itself.º Rather, beauty is a power to cause the mind to operate in a certain way. This

operation is rather complex. Kant says:

By contrast, the pleasure in the beautiful is neither a pleasure of enjoyment,
nor of a lawful activity, and not even of a contemplation involving subtle reasoning
in accordance with ideas, but of mere reflection. Without having any purpose or
fundamental principle for a guide, this pleasure accompanies the common
apprehension of an object by the imagination, as a faculty of intuition, in relation to
the understanding, as a faculty of concepts, by means of a procedure of the power of
judgment, which it must also exercise for the sake of the most common experience ...
This pleasure must necessarily rest on the same conditions in everyone, since they
are subjective conditions of the possibility of cognition in general, and the proportion
of these cognitive faculties that is required for taste is also requisite for the common
and healthy understanding that one may presuppose in everyone.4

A large percentage of Kant's Critique of the Power of Judgment is devoted to this

topic, and so there is not space here for a full discussion of it, but the most important

point for our purposes is that on this theory beauty is defined by a specific type of

pleasure; a pleasure caused by the various faculties of the mind being set in motion

simultaneously and harmoniously. This makes beauty a ªjudgment of reflection,º as Kant

himself says,5 but this is contrary to our experience. In order to understand this problem,

an examination must be made of how human beings become aware of beauty, but before

4

ibid. 5: 292
5 ibid. 20: 221
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this may be done we must reach an understanding of how the physical world (or its

representation) is perceived in general.

For purposes of this discussion it is necessary to divide the mind conceptually into

two parts, the conscious and the subconscious. The conscious is that part of the mind

which is aware of itself and its functioning. The subconscious is that part which

ordinarily goes unnoticed, but may be brought to the level of consciousness by an act of

will. Notice the absence of the unconscious from this classification. This is because the

mind is by definition a thing that thinks6, and the unconscious functions automatically

without any sort of thought and is therefore not part of the mind proper, but a mere

physical function of the brain. To speak of the ªunconscious mindº is a contradiction in

terms. One may as well call the liver a part of the mind as the unconscious. 

Now, it is indisputable that under ordinary circumstances the perceptions of the

conscious mind are already subsumed under determinate concepts when it becomes

aware of them. Speaking of such perceptions, one ordinarily says that he sees a chair,

rather than that he sees certain colors attached to shapes of certain sizes in certain

locations relative to each other; this is a pattern just as much of thought as of speech.

Upon reflection, however, one can divide the chair in different ways, and can easily see

that each of these is equally as valid as its classification as a single, complete chair. One

6

This way of thinking about mind is drawn primarily from Rene Descartes, and in particular the
Meditations on First Philosophy

. This is not the place for a discussion of the correctness of this usage,
and so suffice it to say that the part of the self that thinks (which may or may not be the whole of the
self) is that part which is significant to this discussion, and that is the part to which I am referring when
I use the word ªmind.º
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might call it four legs, a back rest and a pad. Perhaps the chair is attached to the floor, in

which case it might just as well be a part of the building as a separate entity. One can

even break it down into distinct ªsimple impressions,º as the early modern empiricists

did.

Examining this situation, the empiricists, following John Locke, made the claim

that these simple impressions – impressions of basic qualities such as color, shape, size,

etc. – entered the subconscious through the sense organs and were there assembled into

the distinct and recognizable objects of which the conscious mind is aware. However,

their own discussions betray the falsehood of this assertion. For instance, Locke says that

ªThough the qualities that affect our senses, are, in the things themselves, so united and

blended, that there is no separation, no distance between them; yet ©tis plain, the ideas

they produce in the mind, enter by the senses simple and unmixed,º7 but when he gives

examples of these ideas he speaks of ªsoftness and warmth in the same piece of wax,º

ªThe coldness and hardness, which a man feels in a piece of ice,º ªthe smell and

whiteness of a lily,º and ªthe taste of sugar.º8 In each of these cases Locke exposes the

inner workings of the human mind – that any of these simple ideas, when they are by

themselves, are abstract concepts which have nothing to do with the world we actually

perceive, except for having been extracted from it. When trying to communicate a simple

idea, Locke must appeal to a complex idea which it helps to make up, because simple

7

An Essay Concerning Human Understanding

, II.1, emphasis in original
8 loc. cit., emphasis in original
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ideas do not exist alone either in the world or in our perceptions of it. 

The most natural conclusion to draw from this simple observation is that the mind

does not, in fact, take in the world one simple idea at a time and assemble these into a

coherent picture. Any theory which hopes to explain this must account for the

arbitrariness of the process of determining where one object stops and the next begins.

What must be said, then, is that the world the mind initially becomes aware of is an

incomprehensible jumble of properties, a single complex impression each moment. The

subconscious mind receives the world as a whole, but a whole which is of no use to the

conscious mind. The subconscious must then break this down into simple ideas,

determine which simple ideas make up the same object by the use of concepts in the

mind such as chair, table, bed, and so forth9, and pass this information along to the

conscious mind in its new understandable form.

This process is so ingrained through long habit, and through necessity - since it is

impossible to function in the world without it - that it is extremely difficult to become

aware of it by any act of will (although in principle this ought to be possible, since it is a

part of the subconscious mind, and not a mere physical function of the brain), but it is

easy to observe in cases where some event, such as a concussion or a sudden waking

from a deep sleep, momentarily prevents the mind from operating in its customary

9

The examples I have used here are all clearly artificial concepts learned from other human beings. It
seems, however, that there must be some more basic concepts, such as Kant©s ªcategories,º that are
completely a priori ,

 in order to explain how the first human beings to construct these artificial concepts
were able to do so.
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fashion. In these cases, the process may momentarily cease to function and perceptions of

the world revert to their natural state as a single jumbled mess, and a conscious effort

must be made to order them into anything coherent. 

The process, then, by which human beings sense the world is as follows: Each

moment, a single complex impression enters the subconscious mind, where it is broken

down into simple impressions, which are then subsumed under various concepts and built

back up into a coherent picture of the world which is then passed along to the conscious

mind. With regard to beauty, it can be easily observed, simply by contemplating any

aesthetic experience, that the mind becomes aware of the beauty of an object immediately

upon perceiving it in its entirety (I say, ªin its entiretyº because there are cases in which

only a part of an object is initially perceived and it does not appear beautiful until the

whole has been perceived. Of course, the converse case may also occur at times). Beauty,

then, is a property which enters the subconscious in that jumble of impressions and is

attached to a specific object under a specific concept and passed along to the conscious

mind. This makes beauty a property existing in the world just as much as a color, a shape,

or a smell, however much that might be. At the very least, the beauty of an object is an

idea that is imposed on the mind from without, just as the idea that the sky is blue is thus

imposed10. On Kant©s metaphysics this would still leave beauty as merely inter-subjective

10

It has been objected that perceptions of beauty may rely on the a priori

 concepts discussed earlier (note
9). I do not see this as any real objection, because one may just as easily claim (and the objector does,
in fact, claim) that colors are perceived as a result of these concepts, but the ªmatter of perception,º as
Kant would say, is still imposed from without. I do not pretend here to prove that beauty is purely and
absolutely objective, but merely that it is just as objective as any other property human beings perceive
in the world.
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rather than truly objective, being merely a property of the representation, but it is stronger

than Kant©s own claim that a beautiful object is simply one that causes a particular type of

pleasure, and it is, of course, compatible with any metaphysics from the naïve realism of

Aristotle to the immaterialism of Berkeley.

Beauty, then, is a basic property belonging to objects. As such, it can not be

defined any more than the color blue can. It can only be shown by example. Blue is the

color that can be seen in the sky on a clear day. Beauty is that property which belongs to

certain pieces of music, and to certain sights, and to certain people, and so on11. However,

this is by no means the end of inquiry into its nature. With regard to blue, the science of

optics has reached a point where, while it cannot define blue, it can give an explanation

of it. Blue, we are told, is caused by certain wavelengths of light. Prior to this

development the question of which shade was bluest could not be settled. Certain shades

could be clearly seen to be mixed with some other color, and these were counted less

blue, but which blue is bluest ± sky, or navy? Today, this question can be settled. The

bluest shade is that which is made up only of the specific wavelengths of light which

cause blue, not mixed with any other wavelengths12. In principle, while beauty is much

more difficult to determine than blue, there is no reason why a science of aesthetics could

11

The validity of this comparison has been questioned on the ground that blue is perceived by a single
sense, whereas beauty is clearly not. This is completely irrelevant to the discussion, because we are
discussing here the mind©s perceptions of the world, and the individual senses are a part of the world,
and not a part of the mind. Sorting out the relationship between the physical functioning of the sense
organs and the mind©s perceptions of the world is far beyond the scope of this paper.

12 Two different blues caused by different wavelengths within that range would of couse be considered to
be equally blue, but the discussion still makes sense, as they are bluer than a shade mixed with, for
instance, a bit of green light.
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not be developed which would be able to give a similar explanation of beauty which

would be able to give objective criteria which could resolve any dispute on the subject.

However, an important objection must first be answered: If beauty is a real property of

objects, then why do these disputes arise at all? If this were the case, wouldn©t everyone

be expected to agree about it, in all cases?

The first thing that must be pointed out in response to this is that there is far more

agreement about beauty than there is disagreement, and this fact cannot be explained

without the introduction of at the very least an inter-subjective element such as Kant©s,

which says simply that due to the degree to which all human minds function in the same

way people usually have similar tastes. Secondly, people are sometimes mistaken about

other properties of objects as well, and this is not generally seen as a problem for the

objective reality of those properties. 

In most cases, there is a very good reason why these disagreements occur. For

instance, consider myself and an Eskimo standing side by side on a hill in the Arctic,

observing another hill in the distance. I see no motion and no life, only snow, but the

Eskimo sees a large polar bear. This does not mean that whether or not the polar bear

exists is a matter of subjective judgment; rather, the discrepancy occurs because the

Eskimo©s eyes are trained and he is better able to differentiate between the two shades of

white than I am. Likewise, someone from the city will be better able to tell which of two

skylines is more beautiful, while they may both look the same to someone from the
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country. The country person, however, may be able to tell which of two pine forests is

more beautiful, while all pine forests may look the same to the city person. Of course,

one who sees a certain type of beauty frequently may learn to take it for granted, and no

longer remark on it, or sit and contemplate it, as would someone who sees it for the first

time; but he perceives it nonetheless. 

Genetic factors are also relevant. Some people simply have better eyesight than

others, and there is no reason not to suppose that the same will be true with regard to the

aesthetic faculties. Then there are borderline cases, which are often the cause of dispute.

Is this so-called red wine really red, or is it closer to purple? In early fall, are this tree©s

leaves really still green, or are they more yellow? The same sort of borderline cases may

occur with regard to beauty, and since the absence of a well developed science of

aesthetics makes it impossible to determine degrees of beauty objectively one person may

think a certain borderline case is very beautiful, while another may think that it is not

beautiful at all, but this is no different than the disputes over color.

The problem is exacerbated by the complexity of beauty. Whatever this property

is, it is applied to an enormous variety of objects, and it would seem to be the same

property in all cases, despite the great difficulty in establishing any similarity between

two objects as different as a violin solo and a sunset. In fact, even abstract ideas are

sometimes called beautiful. Kant notes that ªIt is customary to call the properties of

geometrical shapes as well as of numbers ... beauty, on account of a certain a priori
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purposiveness, not expected from the simplicity of their construction, for all sorts of

cognitive use, and to speak of this or that beautiful property of, e.g., a circle, which is

discovered in this way or that.º13 Cases like those to which Kant is referring are called in

English ªelegance.º These are cases like Newton©s Second Law, F=ma, which are very

simple propositions that explain enormously complex and varied phenomena. Of course,

very different objects, such as a woman©s dress, can also be elegant. The general

definition of elegance covering all these cases is that it is that type of beauty which is

characterized by an unexpected simplicity.

Another problem occurs here. How can it be said that the equation F=ma is

beautiful if beauty is a real property of objects? How indeed can it be said of any such

abstract idea? It is easy to understand how the abstract idea of roses in general might be

beautiful just as a specific rose is, but what of abstract ideas which correspond to no

physical objects at all? It is clear that F=ma on paper is not, in itself, beautiful. There

must, then, be two different types of beauty, one which is inherent in the object and

pertains to the object itself (or at least its representation in the mind), and another which

is adherent. In the case of adherent beauty, the object causes beautiful ideas in the mind

which are not a part of the mind©s representation of the physical world. This distinction

can be seen most clearly in the literary arts. In an inherently beautiful poem, the very

sound of the words is beautiful, such that even someone who did not speak the language

of the poem would recognize their beauty. In an adherently beautiful poem, the mind

13

Critique of the Power of Judgment

, 5: 366, emphasis in original
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forms some beautiful idea, for instance a picture of a scene in nature, as a result of

hearing the poem. Adherent beauty is very common in the arts in general, as many, if not

all, artistic works have interpretations attached to them.

Kant makes a similar distinction between what he calls adherent and ªfreeº

beauty. He says that one judges free beauty ªon the basis of what he has before his

sense,º but adherent beauty ªon the basis of what he has in his thoughts.º14 The reason I

have not preserved Kant©s nomenclature is that adherent beauty is, in fact, freer than what

Kant calls free beauty, since, contrary to Kant©s account, it is only adherent beauty that

necessarily sets the mind in motion; inherent beauty may or may not have this effect.

It is of note that the concept of adherent beauty assumes the possibility of

beautiful ideas. In fact, all the beauty which human beings know directly is the beauty of

ideas, since the things we judge beautiful are the representations of the object in the

mind. There may still be beauty outside of any mind, but this becomes the same question

as whether there can be blue outside of any mind, and the answer depends on which

metaphysical theory is adopted. 

Beauty, then, is a single property belonging to certain complex ideas as varied as

Newton©s Second Law, a Rembrandt painting, a sunset, or a woman. Some beautiful ideas

form a part of the mind©s representation of the world, some do not. There seems only one

possibility remaining for what sort of property such a thing might be, but if there is still

uncertainty left about that, the next thing to do is to examine a very simple type of

14

ibid. 5: 231
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beauty: The beauty of classical music.

We are told it was the Pythagoreans who first discovered that certain musical

notes were caused by vibrations at certain frequencies. This quickly developed into the

study of harmonics which persisted throughout the Medieval period, and even to the

modern age. By the time of the famous classical composers, Bach, Beethoven, Mozart,

and so forth, ªmusic theoryº had developed and mathematical relationships were known

between notes in harmony and between notes in discord. Notes which possessed the

mathematical relationship of harmony were discovered to be inherently beautiful as

simple chords or sequences, without even the need for the larger context of a song

although, admittedly, this is a very limited sort of beauty. Likewise, rules of meter were

devised and it was found that, while these did not create any sort of a formula by which

beauty could be created without natural talent and inspiration, they were, indeed,

properties of beautiful music. The rise of jazz and similar musical styles in the modern

era complicated the matter, when it was discovered that discord and syncopation, the

intentional breaking of the rules of harmony and meter, things that would not be beautiful

in isolation, could actually contribute to the overall beauty of a larger piece of music.

If nothing that has been said before clearly pointed the way, certainly this

example shows conclusively what sort of thing beauty is, and where philosophers ought

to look if they seek to build a science of aesthetics: Beauty consists in a certain sort of

relationship between the properties of an object. Judgments of beauty about an object are
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made according to all of the properties of that object of which the one judging is aware.

This explains why a woman may be judged to be beautiful upon first being seen, then no

longer beautiful when her voice is heard, and then beautiful again when her actions are

observed. This also explains why a city one has never seen before may look beautiful

when seen for the first time at night, but if it is then seen during the day and its streets are

found to be dirty, its people rude, or its buildings poorly maintained, one may never

judge it beautiful again, even if it is seen under the same circumstances as it was seen for

the first time (one may, of course, say that it looks beautiful at night, but this is very

different than saying that the city actually is beautiful).

It has not been determined, and in this short space it cannot be, what exactly

beauty is, but certainly the considerations here outlined provide some foundational

thoughts upon which a future aesthetic theory may be built. Beauty, it has been

determined, is a property of objects and ideas, which can be judged objectively to the

same extent that any other sensible property can. This can be determined from the fact

that it enters the mind at the same time and in the same way as all other sensible

properties. This property consists in some as yet undetermined relationship of the other

properties of the object. It seems, then, that although they may or may not have been

correct, the ancient Greeks were on the right track when they proposed that the ratio of

the short sides to the long sides in the Golden Rectangle made it the most beautiful

geometric shape. This is precisely the sort of explanation of beauty aesthetics ought to
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search for if beauty is ever to be properly understood.


